Self-neglect of the elderly. An overview.
Self-neglect is characterized by the inability to perform essential self-care tasks threatening a person's health and safety. The exact prevalence of self-neglect in a community-based aged population is not known. Cognitive impairment is the most important predisposing factor of self-neglect. There are also a number of other predisposing factors such as psychiatric diseases, pre-morbid personality, alcohol abuse, poor physical ability, lack of social support and a low socioeconomic situation. Self-neglect has a number of serious consequences. It is an independent risk factor for early mortality among the aged. It commonly causes malnutrition, frailty and the deterioration of physical ability, therefore, increasing the risk of falls and fractures. Untreated medical conditions result in emergency visits and acute hospitalization. The neglect of housekeeping and financial affairs seriously affects the domestic environment. Diagnosis and treatment of self-neglect should be based on the medical and psychosocial assessment of a patient. Patients require multidisciplinary support at home or in hospital, and sometimes long-term care is inevitable. There is no sufficient scientific evidence to support the benefits of early intervention in self-neglect. Controlled studies are needed, especially to show whether early diagnosis followed by increased social support and tailored health care services have an effect on the outcome.